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Should any pecuniary profit result from 
the publication of these pages, it is devoted 
to the restoration of the writer's parish 
church. 

He has no farther apology to offer for 
printing them. The facts themselves being 
strictly true may hot; be unacceptable as a 
trifling contribution to' natural history, and, 
it is hoped, may tend to humanize, while they 
amuse the minds Ojt^he 'young. 

, f." • 
Laughame Vicarage, 
Oct, 1858. 



i. 2 



THE 



OUT-PENSIONER'S HISTOEY. 



Seydnteeit years ago, in the spring of the 
year 1841, an unfledged bird was found 
near the garden of Laughame Vicarage, and 
brought up to the house as an object of 
curiosity and pity. Many were the guesses 
hazarded, and wide enough from the mark 
they were, as to the birth and parentage of 
the stranger; that it was a water fowl was 
evident from its webbed foot, the rest to an 
unpractised eye was mystery. One thing 
only was certain, that unless some one sup- 
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plied the place of its lost parents it must soon 
die, BO it was at once determined to adopt 
and bring up the foundling. 

It chanced that there were then in training 
in the house a spaniel puppy, and a young 
hawk, and the little stranger now admitted 
to the fraternity completed a trio of infant 
creatures, which for some time grew up to- 
gether as companions, and to a certain de- 
gree as friends. 

The date of these events, a point of some 
interest as regards the subject of this memoir, 
is fixed beyond mistake by the contempora- 
neous birth of the eldest son of the family at 
the Vicarage. The harmony of this strange 
fellowship was occasionally disturbed by a 
dispute about food. The gull acting instinc- 
tively on the old nursery maxim for quicker 
dispatch of meals, that " those who have done 
first are to help the others," soon put its 
portion out of sight. But the hawk was a 
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slow feeder, clutching his food in his talons 
and tearing it with his beak ; and while so 
engaged, his more voracious companion would 
catch him by one leg, turn him up on his back, 
and hold him till his piercing screeches of 
distress brought some one to his assistance. 
The meat was seldom given up. Nor was 
the puppy while very young a match for the 
gull, which in spite of the ill meaning com- 
monly attached to his name is not very easily 
imposed upon, or defrauded of his rights. 
And when the more rapid growth of the dog 
had given him a decided superiority in weight 
and power, the gull bv skilful generalship 
gained many a victory over him. 

The usual battle-field was a wall which, 
rising from the level of the ground, terminated 
in a doorway about six feet high. Here, just 
opposite to the kitchen door, was usually 
placed the gull's dinner, from which the spa- 
niel would stealthily endeavour to help him- 
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self by mounting the wall at its lower extre- 
mitj, when the rightful owner, seeing his lar- 
der intruded on, would attack him in the rear, 
leaving him the alternative of jumping down 
from the height (which was more than his 
neck was worth) or receiving a good peck 
on his ribs in retreating. A crow of exulta- 
tion (if gulls may be said to crow) announced 
the victory to be on the side of right, while 
the thief skulked away discomfited. 

This happy family, for such it was in the 
main, was doomed soon to lose one of its 
members. The hawk having won more fame 
than favour by climbing curtains was deemed 
dangerous to the children's eyes, and sen- 
tenced to banishment. His place was filled 
by a young owl from the ruins of the neigh- 
bouring castle. 

The well-known partiality of the new comer 
for mice induced a neighbour wlio was taking 
in a stack of com to send a sieve full of them 
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to the Vicarage, which furnished an opportu- 
nity for testing the gull's appetite for strange 
food and the capacity of his stomach. 

Haying eagerly dispatched the first offered 
to him — sixteen others were tossed to him, 
and swallowed in less than five minutes. 

As excess may prove injurious even to a 
gull's digestion, it was deemed prudent to 
tempt him no farther. 

The time had now come when the foundling 
showed a wish to leave his asylum, and see 
more of the world, and to be introduced to 
his own species. Eor two days he was lost, 
on the third as some of the family were walk- 
ing, accompanied by the spaniel, the guU's 
well-known note of recognition or defiance 
was heard in the air, and he lighted down by 
the side of his four-footed companion. 

That the bird had a mind to return home 
was evident, for he accompanied the party 
some distance, but the length of the grass 
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rendering it necessary to proceed by a succes-' 
sion of jumps instead of walking, the incon- 
venience of such travelling overcame his good 
intentions, and mounting into the air he was 
again lost for a day or two ^ He then re- 
turned of his own accord to the Vicarage, and 
as it was deemed to be for his good to con- 
tinue a little longer under guardianship, he 



> It has been doubted by some whether the gall's 
attachment to the Vicarage is of a local or pergonal 
nature. 

In this case the bird must clearly have recognized the 
persons or the dog, for they were at some distance from 
home. Once afterwards the writer was walking alone, with- 
out the dog, and seeing the gull in the air called to it, to 
point it out to a party of gentlemen whom he happened 
to meet. To their astonishment the bird obeyed the 
call, and wheeling round his patron's head in the air, 
followed him a considerable distance. This also seems 
to intimate a personal friendship, and the apparent plea- 
sure with which the bird stands listening to the praises 
bestowed on him confirms the fact. 
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was caught, and the feathers of one wing 
shortened. 

This was the last time anj restraint was 
placed upon his motions, and as soon as the 
feathers had grown again he took his flight 
and did not visit the Vicarage for about four 
months. Now and then it was reported that 
the gulls on Jjie shore were seen persecuting 
an apparent stranger of their own species, 
but all hope of seeing the bird again in his 
old quarters was given up. At the end of 
that time he returned, and has ever since 
continued a constant but perfectly uncon- 
strained visitant. 

Eegularly as pairing time comes round, he 
gives notice of his intention to take a wife 
and repair for some months to the sea-side. 
The chosen mate is brought and introduced ; 
and at this time the visits of the pair, which 
are continued for about a month, are highly 
interesting and amusing. 



12 BETUBNS WITH A BBIDE. 

While the tame bird is waiting to be fed, 
the mate wheels round and round in the air, 
apparently amazed and distressed at his auda- 
city, endeavouring to wheedle him away by a 
sound like a quiet laugh or chuckle, or depre- 
cating his rashness by a piercing screech. 

After several visits the stranger becomes 
more reconciled to her partner's mode of pro- 
ceeding, while he is evidently anxious to 
bring her into still closer familiarity with his 
friends. He is frequently seen to £Ly up to 
her in the air with a piece of meat in his 
beak, uttering strange sounds, as a bird must 
which converses with its mouth full. In this 
way he will lure her down to stand by his 
side on the house-top, apparently trying, but 
in vain, to entice her to the wall where 
such good things are to be obtained. The 
end of all the coaxing is, that he swallows the 
mouthful himself, as if he would say, " What 
is not worth fetching is not worth having." 
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A case of bis actually giving the meat to his 
bride, though reported, is not well authen- 
ticated. 

Under the tuition of one of the writer's 
pupils, the gull acquired a very pretty trick 
of catching food thrown to him on the wing. 
His expertness in this feat is remarkable. 
Warned by a call to be on the look-out, he 
never misses iiis mark, unless it is thrown so 
as to be entirely out of reach, though he may 
have almost to turn on his back to catch it. 
For some time, when a servant had taken an 
unfair advantage of him, by throwing a hand- 
kerchief over him from behind to catch him, 
he seemed to prefer this way of taking food 
to any other; but after such unwarrantable 
liberties were forbidden and discontinued, he 
recovered his confidence, and will now take 
food out of the hand, as usual, or even come 
into the room for it. 

As gulls are constantly seen feeding in 
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fields, and many persons keep them in gar- 
dens under the impression that they devour 
slugs and snails, it is strange that he always 
rejects such food when offered. 

A wounded bird of the same species, which 
came into the author's garden in some myste- 
rious manner, and which was named Misery, 
from the wretched plight in which it was taken 
Under protection, was far less dainty in this 
particular. Poor Misery, though fed daily, 
would roam round the garden continually, 
evidently picking up worms or slugs. By 
such constant travel, the webs of its feet were 
worn into holes', and its whole appearance, 

' Longfellow makes Hiawatha, when imprisoned in 
the ribs of the sturgeon Nahma, call to the sea gulls 
thus — 

** Make the rifts a little larger, 
With your clawt the opening widen ; " 

and promises that for their achievements they should 
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witb its dim eye and draggled plumage, con- 
trasted with that of the beautiful bird which 
is the subject of this memoir, was an impres- 
sive protest against the thoughtless practice 
of depriving a creature of the full use of its 
limbs, and keeping it in an unnatural con- 
dition. 

The gull's powers of digestion are remark- 
able. A leg of mutton bone, four or five 
inches long, which would occupy a dog a long 
time, is swallowed as soon as it can be got 
into a proper position; and the back bone 
of a sole or flounder, which looks as if it 
could not possibly pass through so slim a 

be called the *' Noble Scratchers.'' No one who had 
watched them would have enrolled them in that corps. 

The point of the gull's beak is strong as a pick-axe, 
and the side sharp as the edge of " the biting axe " — 
admirably fitfed to pick a hole in the sturgeon's coat, 
but the ill adaptation of its feet for scratching is probably 
one cause why people select the bird for the place of 
ttnder-gardener. 
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neck, IS nevertheless swallowed whole, and 
may be seen distending the crop and back of 
the bird at the same time. In his more ad- 
vanced years, the gull has shown an objection 
to such large and solid bones, and has grown 
more prudent in his diet. 

TThe longevity of gulls is well known : the 
subject of these pages, though fully seventeen 
years old, is still in full beauty and vigour, 
having already outlived its old companion, 
the spaniel, by at least five years. A long 
succession of cats has he seen, and amusing 
enough it is to see the surprise of a strange 
cat as the gull for the first time alights near 
her, and her abortive attempts to catch him, 
till a little chastisement has taught her to 
mind her own business, and live at peace 
with her neighbours. 

As he may long survive his biographer, 
and in that case will no doubt continue his 
visits at the Vicarage, to the surprise of a 
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future incumbenty a note has been entered on 
one of the parish records, which will attest 
the age which the bird shall have at that time 
attained. Should this sketch of his life up to 
this point have interested the reader — should 
any person be hereby induced to cultivate an 
acquaintance with the auimal world on such 
terms as not to rob them of their liberty, but, 
as in the present case, rather to increase 
their enjoyments; or be led to reflect how 
unfeeling and unjust it is in man, who is born 
for immortality, wantonly to afflict the crea- 
tures, for which (as far as we know) the 
great Creator has provided no compensation 
in another state of being for the miseries 
they endure in this life, the story will have 
answered its end. It is a satisfaction to the 
writer to believe, that throughout his parish 
the well-known facts stated in these pages 
have exercised a humanizing influence ; that 
the bird who is the subject of them is in a 

B 



18 COKOLrSIOK. 

manner the protector of his species ; that not 
only would most persons feel it to be a sin to 
injure the confiding bird, but would abstain 
from shooting another of the same kind, lest 
they should inadvertently destroy one which 
has become an object of universal interest in 
the neighbourhood. 



The foregoing pages having been submitted 
to tbe perusal of a friend and relative, wbo 
was known to take a great interest in natural 
history, elicited the following letter in return, 
which is now appended bj the writer's kind 
permission. 
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THE 



HOME-PENSIONER'S HISTORY. 



My DEA.B Sib, — Being to a certain degree 
addicted to the study of natural history, and 
seeing your little interesting story of the gull 
at the Vicarage at Laughame, it struck me 
as a very curious coincidence, that about the 
same time so near a relation to you as myself 
should have met with a very similar acquaint- 
ance with the family of the gulls. In illus- 
tration of many of your notices, I send you 
an account of the observations I made on the 
same subject, corroborating your close observ- 
ance of your favourite's pursuits. 
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About the time of your first acquaint- 
ance with your foundling, I happened to be 
staying at Bamsgate, and being in the daily 
habit of sailing about the coast, on one occa- 
sion the fisherman who was with me en- 
gaged my attention, by telling me that on 
the previous evening he had taken in a trap, 
on the Sandwich Flats, a very fine specimen 
of the great Norway gull, but from its having 
been caught by the wing, the pinion was in 
some degree injured, but he thought not per- 
manently. On reaching the shore, I went at 
once to see the captive, and a feeling of com- 
passion acted so strongly on me, that I bought 
him at once, with the full and earnest inten- 
tion of being his future friend ; and on my 
return home to the banks of the Thames, 
Tom, which was the name I gave him, and to 
which, after a short time, he most readily re- 
sponded, was consigned to the coach yard, 
with a roomy unoccupied dog kennel as his 
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house of refuge, which, by the bye, he never 
made use of, preferring in aU weathers to abide 
the pelting of the pitiless storm. 

There was in the same yard with him an 
Isle of Skye terrier, and a stable cat, both of 
which Tom kept in great subjection ; but in 
a few years he formed a considerable attache 
ment to the terrier, and might frequently be 
seen cuddled up with him, showing his natu- 
rally amiable and pacific disposition. The 
original injury to his pinion joint, though 
without the slightest disfigurement, prevented 
him from taking a long flight, but in very 
stormy weather, when a solitary gull might 
be passing along the course of the river, the 
attention of the servants would be called to 
the look-out, by the hoarse screaming yells 
he would send forth, even when the strangers 
were not come into our sight. 

On two or three of these occasions he pre- 
vailed upon some one of his congeners to stop 
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and reconnoitre bis quarters, but only once did 
be prevail upon a gull, tbougb of a mucb smaller 
size, to come- into contact witb bim, and par- 
take of food, tbougb be was greatly disposed 
to be on friendly terms. His voice was 
particularly loiid and sonorous ; deep toned, 
wben not excited, witb sucb power of modu- 
lation, tbat even witb tbe servants it was 
difficult to say wbetber it was bimself, or 
Hamisb, tbe Skye terrier, tbat was barking ; 
and be so well knew tbe sound of tbe car- 
riage tbat be would begin barking wben it 
was nearly a mile oiT, and in some of bis vio- 
lent fits of screaming be bas frequently been 
beard by people in tbe market-place, full 
balf a mile from my bouse. 

During tbe first year or two, be took great 
deligbt and was anxious, wben tbe coacb 
gates bappened to be opened, to sneak out and 
get a good jolly swim in tbe Tbames, but tbere 
being some difficulty in getting bim in again, 
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he WHA carefully restricted from this most de- 
sirable luxury ; and we all recollect, that on 
one of these escapes, on a stranger laying 
hold of him, the tremendous power of his 
bill, as you notice, was brought into action, 
when he not only bit through the man's 
thick trowsers, but actually took a piece of 
the poor fellow's flesh with it, as if he had used 
a pair of shears. Being rather roughly han- 
dled on this occasion, it seemed to check his 
propensity to get out, and for seyeral years 
after he never attempted it, even when the 
gates were left open. He was particularly 
attached to horses, and when the coach- 
man was putting to, he would strut round 
them, muttering as it were signs of re- 
cognition, and on their departure he would 
get up on some dung heap or elevated place, 
flapping his wings and screaming as if he 
wished to go with them. He possessed a 
most voracious appetite, always preferring 
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however fisb not cooked> particularly roacb, 
dace, gudgeon, barbel, and, indeed, all tdis 
sort of fish, which he got in great abundance 
from his proximity to the side of the river, 
where angling was constantly going on, and 
poor old Tom being a great favourite with all 
the inhabitants of the river-side, he generally 
partook of the refuse of their daily haul. If 
the fish thus given to him were alive, he 
generally carried them off to a slated tank of 
water, standing in the yard, and watched to 
see if they moved ; if so, he greedily pounced 
on them, and swallowed them to the tune of 
a dozen or more, and then retired to throw 
them up and eat them more at his leisure ; 
but if not alive, he would remain on the spot 
without evincing so much greediness. 

I happened to have at this time a spoon- 
bill, which I rather fearfully placed with him ; 
and I say fearfully, as I thought my friend 
Tom, being cock of the walk, might not be 
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disposed to admit a rival so near his throne : 
but here his kindly nature was made conspi- 
cuous, for though he associated but little 
with him, excepting on a fresh supply of food, 
which was generally fish, I have seen him 
severai times take a fish out of the tank, and 
place it directly in front of poor Spooney, and 
then withdraw; but with all this politeness 
to Spooney, it did not detach his partiality 
for Hamish, the Skye terrier, he frequently 
showing symptoms of vexation on Hamish's 
refusal to partake of live fish. 

Tom thus lived with me for about eleven 
or twelve years, a great favourite with all the 
family, and great, indeed very great, was the 
grief on finding, one morning, that poor old 
" Tom Tackle was dead." 

In your very interesting and well-told nar-. 
rative, you mention the voracity of these birds, 
and their not being particularly attentive to 
poor Soyer's culinary directions. Indeed I 
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once witnessed old Tom seizing a full-sized 
rat, let out of a trap just before him, which, 
without attempting any preparatory process, 
he swallowed in a moment, alive and whole, 
and then strutted off with a rare bellyful of 
a luxurious meal. He was also a great adept 
in catching birds, especially sparrows that 
came boldly within his reach, and in this 
pursuit he showed a great degree of cunning. 
He would keep quite quiet, and affect to be 
asleep, close to his feeding pan, but when any 
of these marauding gentry came withio, his 
well-calculated reach, he would, with the 
greatest celerity, rush on them, and fre- 
quently with great success. On one of these 
battue occasions, my coachman saw him catch 
a sparrow, and immediately swallow it, and 
thinking it of no' use to attempt a rescue of 
the poor bird, he observed good Mr. Tom 
disgorging it. The sparrow took immediate 
advantage of coming again into daylight; 
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though his sleek plumage was ruffled, jet he 
managed to fty up on a water-butt close at 
hand, and after shaking and trimming his 
feathers, he eyentuallj flew off in triumph to 
tell a tale to his congeners, like a second 
Jonah, whilst Tom was screaming in the 
offing at the escape of his captive. 

In your very amusing narrative, a point is 
mooted, whether your gull's retentive me- 
mory, either as to his attachment to your 
dwelling-place, or personally to yourselves, 
was most prominent. I am of opinion that 
these animals retain a perfect personal recog- 
nition, not only of those who may have fed 
them, and shown them much kindness ; for I 
well remember in my boyish days, whilst 
living at my father's, I had a magpie, origi- 
nally obtained in a similar way to your un- 
fledged gull. He grew up, and lived in the 
family with perfect freedom for several years. 
He flew here and there and wherever he 



80 A TAMILIA.B, HAaPIE. 

cbose, but always returned home at sunset, 
and roosted in the stable. My father, who 
took the least notice of him of any one in the 
family, and who, indeed, often was angry 
with him for wantonly picking off the buds 
of his choice espaliers, was one day riding 
leisurely through Coombe Wood, on his way 
to Lord Lirerpool's, and observed a magpie 
that kept pace with him, and, contrary to the 
wont of such birds, seemed to court notice. 
On my father's return, the pieball was still 
at his post, and going into a trot, he flew 
after him, and settled on his shoulder, calling 
out very vociferously his old and familiar 
notes of *' Mag, Mag, what's o'clock, Mag?" 
and he kept his sitting till my father 
.reached home with good Mr. Mag upon his 
shoulder. Now here the bird recognized the 
person, though it was about four miles dis- 
tant from his dwelling-place; and I mention 
the circumstance in corroboration of what 
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you hint at, as to personal recognition. 
Thus endeth the chronicle of the two gulls : 
the one haying to undergo the sentence of 
penal .servitude during life; but yours a 
ticket of leave man, enjoying liberty, sweet 
liberty, soaring on the blessed pinions of 
freedom. 

My dear friend and relative, 
Very much yours, 

W. BOOTS, M.D. 



LOW DOM : 
GILBB&T AND BIVIKGrOW, PRIKTERS, 

ST. John's sauARc. 
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